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Abstract 
The article aims at exploring the importance of strategic behavior for enhancing student comprehension of culture-specific 
language units. This case study is particularly focused on situation-bound utterances and opportunities for practice in strategy 
use. The authors present the results involving Russian EFL non-linguistics students to rely on conscious use of three taxonomies 
of strategies. It analyzes to what extent compositionality, closeness to own culture, and actual situational context help students 
comprehend and infer the meaning of SBUs in two organized ways of linguistic units’ delivery – contextual and isolated. The 
article gives evidence on the key role in interpretation process played by context. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
According to intercultural communication framework, stated in the works of M. Bennet (1998), M. Byram 
(1997), W. Gudykunst (2003), K. Knapp (2010), V. V. Safonova (1996), and others, the high level foreign language 
proficiency requires the understanding of cultural component of a linguistic unit determined by the cultural inhering.  
It is being investigated within intercultural pragmatics aimed to study how language systems are used in social 
encounters between people who belong to different cultures and have different mother languages, yet using a 
common language to communicate (Kecskes, 2013).  
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Strategies are important aspect in language learning practice. According to the relevant researchers, strategies as 
general notion refer to students’ cognitive actions that they perform to attain a particular goal. Strategy can be 
defined as a tool, plan, or method used for accomplishing a task (Beckman, 2002). Strategies were proved to 
enhance student performance in reading, composing, computation, and problem-solving (Pressley & Harris, 1990). 
Lately strategy research has been the interest of many scholars. In terms of language learning, strategies are viewed 
as special learner techniques that might assist the language acquisition or language learning. This notion first 
emerged in the research works by Rubin (1975) and others in association with ‘good language learners’ and some 
positive strategies those learners employed to communicate successfully with native speakers. With appearance of 
cognitive approach (Obdalova & Minakova, 2013) which focuses on investigating some special ways of enhancing 
information processing, the notion of strategy attained more complex structure, and more refined classifications 
appeared (O’Malley & Chamlot, 1990). 
Apart from learning strategies as a broad notion characteristic of all learning regardless the content and context of 
educational environment, there appeared more subdivisions into cognitive, meta-cognitive, and specific language 
learning strategies, that contribute to the student’s perception, comprehension, and retaining of the information 
enhancing language learning or use. Only this brief outline of strategy research progress brings us to understanding 
the importance of this issue for the developments in language education. Nowadays researchers investigate into 
various efficient ways of dealing with foreign language information focusing on the use of language learning 
strategies in second and foreign language (L2/FL) learning and teaching. Due to these new developments in strategy 
research we now differentiate between strategies directly influencing language learning (cognitive, memory, 
compensation) and indirectly (metacognitive, affective, social) (Oxford 1990a, 1990b). Language learning strategies 
also include a whole repertoire of commonly accepted strategies helping learners with vocabulary acquisition and 
communication skills improvement, such as writing word and its meaning, repeating the word, translating it into 
one’s own language, deriving the word’s meaning from a dictionary, interpreting the meaning to make sense of the 
message etc. As for interpretation strategies recent researches concentrate mainly on interpreting strategies applied 
to translating relevant lexical units from one language into another. Far less attention has been paid to strategies of a 
proper understanding of culture-specific and situation-bound units in the cross-cultural context. The efficiency of 
using such strategies has not received much attention as well. In this paper we provide a more detailed comparison 
of the three taxonomies of strategies. In designing our study, we focused on investigating the procedures students 
use in situations where they attempt conscious acquisition of vocabulary. The type of vocabulary chosen as target 
lexical units is situation-bound utterances, which are culture-specific and highly situation-dependent items (Kecskes, 
2000). The learning environment, created for the case study, stimulates students undertake some non-typical 
analysis of the to-be-acquired word-meaning complex, or rely upon some specific strategies. Three groups of 
strategies will be in the limelight – decoding on the basis of language knowledge, referring to prior knowledge and 
own culture, and contextual guess. The results reported here can be considered a case study presenting the findings 
from a larger research project on SBU interpretation by Russian EFL learners. The present paper will focus on the 
strategies employed by the Russian EFL non-linguistics students to interpret culture-specific units in authentic 
American English speech situations. 
2. Methodology 
2.1. Methods of research 
To get valid and reliable results of the research the following methods were applied: observation through in-class 
discussion, experimental training, collecting data through controlled research survey (multiple-choice and open-
ended questions), mathematical and statistical methods for analyzing and interpreting data collected from multiple-
choice survey items, comparative analysis of responses to the open-ended items on the research test, methods of 
graphic representation for reporting and illustrating the results achieved. Within the experiment we aimed to observe 
the correlations between the way students interpret culture-specific units and strategies they apply to make sense of 
linguistic items defined by context.  
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2.2.  Research questions 
Situation-bound utterances have been selected by our research group as units that are “highly predetermined by 
the culture being highly conventionalized, prefabricated pragmatic units whose occurrence is tied to standardized 
communicative situations and whose meaning can be explained only as functions of habitual usage” (Kecskes 2000, 
p. 607). 
For a purpose of exploring the strategies that students use when they encounter culture-specific units in an oral 
speech we have conducted an empirical study. It was aimed to address the following questions: 
1) How much reliance on 3 different strategies do students show when interpreting culture-specific linguistic units 
in the authentic context of American English? 
2) What strategies are most helpful in the learning environment of Russian EFL students? 
Such a research will give an insight into the cognitive processes responsible for EFL acquisition by Russian 
students and will allow estimating the efficiency of different strategies in interpretation process. 
2.3. Subjects 
In our case study the subjects were 10 undergraduate students from Tomsk Polytechnic University majoring in 
engineering and 15 undergraduate students from Tomsk State University majoring in physics, aged from 18 to 22 
(mean – 20.36; standard deviation – 1.410815). The gender allocation was 12 males and 13 females. Therefore data 
were gathered from two intact groups that came from similar language learning context. They had from 2 to 4 
academic hours of English training weekly. The subjects have been shortlisted from 35 students with the help of 
placement test (Placement Test, Upstream, Enterprise) which was offered to prove their command of English at the 
pre-intermediate (N=15) and intermediate levels (N=10) according to the Common European Framework of 
References for Languages. 
2.4.  Experimental material 
The research instrument included specially designed tasks aimed at interpreting situation-bound utterances 
arranged into two sections. For the purpose of the research we selected 10 situation-bound utterances with the help 
of Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). The search was performed on the ground of the frequency 
of their occurrence in everyday oral communication and was intended to pick out expressions with diverse 
frequencies in spoken genre. The choice of the utterances was also related to the subjects’ academic context, in 
which these items might occur.  
Table 1. The frequency of SBU in COCA 
SBU Frequency 
You bet 1197 
Here you go 262 
Give me a hand 20 
Get out of here 556 
Come again 169 
Take a seat 33 
How are you doing? 1008 
No problem 1508 
Be my guest 45 
What’s up? 39 
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We included into the students’ worksheets the list of 10 SBUs (in both sections) as well as the options of three 
strategies next to each language unit. Section 1 was intended to find out the way students interpret culture-specific 
units presented to them without any relevant context. The tasks were first to translate or explain the meaning of the 
utterance by means of their mother tongue (Task 1.1) and then to indicate what strategy served them as a support in 
identifying the meaning of the utterance (Task 2.2). Section 2 was intended to collect variants of interpretation of the 
same utterances given in their natural context. By the natural context we assume the situations typical for American 
English users as native speakers of contemporary language. Because of the specificity of these lexical units as 
spoken language units we chose to present them in aural dialogues, recorded twice by native American speakers. No 
tape scripts were provided to the subjects. The subjects were asked to listen to 10 dialogues (each of which included 
one of the listed SBUs), explain in writing how they understood the situation as a whole and the SBU in particular 
(Task 2.1), and using the appropriate mark explain what helped them identify the meaning of each SBU (Task 2.2). 
Each SBU was taken in its natural authentic use. For instance: 
Situation # 1 
- Are you going to grill this weekend? 
- Oh, you bet. 
Situation # 2 
- Overturned water doesn't return to the tray.  
- Come again?  
- No use crying over spilt milk.  
- Right. 
Situation # 3 
- Mind if I take a look? 
- Be my guest. 
2.5. Research design 
In designing this study, we focused on investigating the learners’ procedures for comprehension of SBUs and the 
context in which they were employed. The experimental session was preceded with the explanatory session that 
introduced students to the research activity. It was performed with the help of Power Point presentation that 
acquainted students with the aim of the research, gave basic understanding of situation-bound utterances and 
presented the discourses illustrating the use of situation-bound utterances familiar to students in communication. 
This session lasted for 2 academic hours corresponding in the local Russian university environment to 1 academic 
class. At this stage the subjects were asked for their consent to participate in an experiment as well as informed 
about their right to withdraw from the study at any time. They were also assured of confidentiality. The presentation 
was followed with in-class discussion based on the integration of four communicative tasks (listening, speaking, 
reading, and writing). The pre-experimental training included a number of tasks to deals with SBUs among other 
formulaic language units and introduced to the interpretation strategies use. The first task included 10 cartoons with 
captions in short dialogues. The students were asked to elicit the meaning of each dialogue with the aid of 
illustration. The second task consisted of 9 phrases and nine responses that were to be matched by the students to 
compose short two-reply dialogues. The third task contained three multiple-choice items presented in the form of a 
communicative situation with 4 options of phrases that can be used in the given situation. Finally, in the explanatory 
session the subjects were trained to distinguish among the types of formulaic language units and to guess the type of 
mental support for inferring the meanings, implying the distinguished in this study strategies: decoding on the basis 
of language knowledge (marked as COM, meaning compositionality), referring to prior knowledge and own culture 
(marked as CLO, meaning closeness to native culture), and contextual guess (marked as SIT, meaning situation). So, 
when doing these tasks the subjects got familiar with SUBs as culture-specific items and practiced to apply 
consciously 3 types of strategies trying understand the meaning of an unknown word or phrase.  
The experimental session was performed a week after the explanatory one. It was organized into two parts carried 
out independently. We presented students with the specially designed answer sheets, in which they could write their 
thoughts and mark strategies dominating their support in inferring the meaning of the target lexical unit and the 
whole communicative situation. The students were allowed neither to look through nor to make any changes in the 
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responses to the first section tasks after they completed them and turned to the second section. It helped us elude 
cheating and prevent transferring of student’s responses from the first part to the second one. The procedures aimed 
at exploring how students deal with SBUs interpretation when their input is done without and through a minimal 
context in oral presentation and what strategies appear supportive for them. It took the students approximately 40-60 
minutes to complete all the tasks in their worksheets. 
In the first part the students were asked to identify the meaning of a situation-bound utterance and point out what 
made them understand its meaning by ticking the relevant strategy they apply to comprehend the meaning of the 
utterance. The students perceived the utterances first aurally, then in print. The recording was reproduced twice. In 
the second part they listened to 10 short dialogues in which the same utterances were used in the authentic context of 
contemporary American English. After listening to the sample dialogues twice students were to explain in writing 
on specially designed answer sheets how they understood the situation as a whole as well as give the meaning of 
relevant utterances. After that the survey asked students to point out the strategy they had applied to interpret each 
culture-specific unit and to identify its meaning. The sample task is presented in Table 2. 
Table 2. Sample task for interpretation of SBUs in authentic context. 
 
Now you are going to listen to short dialogues in which SBUs are used.  
1) Explain in writing (Russian or English) how you understand the situation as a whole, i.e. what was the conversation 
about? No details, just short answers.   
2) Using the appropriate mark (CLO, COM or SIT) explain what helped you identify the meaning of each SBU.   
3) In Russian explain if you think there is a similar situation bound utterance used in Russian. If yes, how different it is 
from the close English equivalent.  
 
 SBU Meaning  CLO COM SIT 
 
1. 
You bet     
 
 
 
2. 
Here you go     
 
 
 
3. 
Give me a break     
 
 
 
4. 
Get out of here     
 
 
 
5. 
Come again     
 
2.5. Data collection and results 
The data were collected to pursue two aims. Tasks 1.2 and 2.2 were aimed at collecting the data from students’ 
reported strategy use. Tasks 1.1 and 2.1 served a spring board for their strategy use reports. In Task 1 the input 
information was limited due to the lack of sociocultural actual context. In Task 2 situation-bound utterances were 
exposed in their authentic context. We analyzed the number of cases the students chose to rely on each of the 3 types 
of strategies as helpful tools to comprehend the meanings.  
The idea of compositionality rests on the assumption that strategy of interpretation of meaning is basically done 
on the basis of lexical and grammatical rules, which assign meanings directly (see Table 3 a). In our research we call 
this strategy ‘decoding on the basis of language knowledge’ (corresponding to COM). Another area of data 
collection is drawn from the cases when subjects inferred meanings based on referential knowledge (or CLO). This 
stock of data arises from the cases when subjects inferred the meaning relying on their personal prior knowledge and 
comparison with their own culture (see Table 3 b). Yet, the other stock of data comes from the cases, when the 
subjects analyzed the input information taking into account the actual context in which various cultural and 
behavioral aspects contribute into the meaning (see Table 3 c) (or SIT). 
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To illustrate the received data, we arranged them in tables and pictures. Fig.1 illustrates the choice of strategies 
students turned to when interpreting culture-specific units presented without any context. Fig.2 gives an overview on 
proportioning of strategies applied by students to interpreting culture-specific units delivered in communicative 
situations. 
Table 3 gives the average frequency of the strategy use reported by students both for interpreting SBUs presented 
in actual context and without it. 
Table 3. Reported frequency of strategies used for SBUs interpretation. 
Strategy Delivery without context Context-bound delivery Change 
M SD M SD 
(a) Decoding on the basis of language knowledge 3.96 2.66 2.56 2.38 - 1.4 
(b) Referring to prior knowledge and own culture 5.32 2.09 3.44 2.15 - 1.88 
(c) Contextual guess 0.8 1.55 5.44 2.96 + 4.64 
 
3. Analysis and discussion 
The data from learners' reported basis for SBU interpretation in the three categories of strategies (decoding, 
referring, contextual guess) from Tasks 1.2 and 2.2 of the research instrument were submitted to analysis. Fig. 1 
illustrates that subjects’ choice was dominated by 2 strategies, i.e. decoding (132) and referring (99). Fig 2 shows 
that when sociocultural context appears interpretation relies on all three strategies with the following proportion: 64 
cases of referring, 86 of decoding, and 136 of contextual guess. This speaks about the complexity of input 
information processing when a complex of linguistic and situational factors intervene the learners’ perception of 
SBUs. Another guess is that content-based interpretation strategy starts playing a more important role among others 
in the situation when the learners meet with familiar words whose separate meanings do not help understanding of 
the whole word string in the actual context. For example, the content analysis of subjects’ responses on the ways 
they interpreted SBUs shows that some of the exposed lexical items, such as Give me a break and Be my guest, 
caused the most difficulty for interpretation in spite of the students’ knowledge of every word comprising the 
utterances. The number of wrong guesses for these items stands for 20, though to comprehend the situation the 
subjects turned to employ all 3 strategies. 
If we compare the number of times students turned to different types of strategies when inferring the meaning of 
a culture-specific unit in contextual and isolated ways of delivery (Table 3), we’ll see the significant change in the 
average frequency of strategies applied to elicit the meaning of a linguistic item. In case of delivery without context 
the highest frequency is reported to be given to the referring to students’ prior knowledge and similarity to own 
culture (M=5.32, SD=2.09), while the use of this strategy in terms of contextual-bound delivery is inferior in 
frequency to contextual guess (M=3.14, SD=2.15), which is reported to dominate in the contextual way of 
utterances delivery (M=5.44, SD=2.96). As for the strategies of decoding, relying on the form of the unit 
constituents and the compositionality of their verbal translation, the change in frequency is not very significant (-
99
132
21
Fig.1
Referring
Decoding
Contextual guess
64
86
136
Fig.2
Referring
Decoding
Contextual
guess
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1.4) though it doesn’t come to the fore in any delivery type. Moreover, the analysis of SBUs interpretations 
suggested by students who relied on word by word translation in their responses revealed the inefficiency of this 
strategy in culture-specific units’ comprehension. For example, the utterance “You bet”, that turned to be the most 
difficult item for interpretation with the majority of students, was either not interpreted at all or was suggested to 
mean something dealing with arguing.  
On the basis of our research data, we can assume that conscious use of interpretation strategies enhances EFL 
non-linguistics students’ language acquisition and raises their situational awareness. Compositionality idea 
continues playing a most valuable source of support for the EFL non-linguistics language learners, although 
interpretation of SBU meaning literarily brought them to realize the impact of actual context when it comes to 
culture-specific lexical item authentic use. Situational awareness, when the perception is done on the basis of 
contextual elements with respect to authenticity of use and cultural specificity in the actual context, is a very 
important element in language instruction which needs special training for students of non-linguistics majors. 
Reliance on commonality with one’s own culture occupies the third place. This can be explained by the lack of 
cross-cultural component in the traditionally accepted teaching framework used for the target group of EFL learners.  
However, due to the small number of research subjects the results could not be verified through calculation of 
statistical significance. Therefore, these findings have to be taken as merely suggestive for possible trends in the 
data. They can also be interpreted as a part of analysis within a larger study. 
4. Conclusion 
This study has looked at interpretation of culture-specific lexical units by Russian EFL students in two different 
kinds of exposure. It illustrates two methodological points: the EFL non-linguistics students need to rely upon 
interpretation strategies for better comprehension of culture-specific foreign discourse. The strategies tend to be 
used in combination of 2 or 3, depending on the exposure (in or without context). The dominating role is assigned to 
the contextual guess for correct interpretation of culture-bound units and eliciting their meanings. There is the 
apparent drift towards a decoding strategy for interpreting culture-specific units at non-contextual presentation and 
substantial dominance of contextual guess at the presentation of language units in communicative situations. The 
analysis revealed students’ predisposition to rely on word by word translation when interpreting SBUs. The results 
also suggest the value of context for culture-specific units’ interpretation. The argument we are making is that 
strategizing should not be underestimated in language practice and teaching. The conscious approach to the foreign-
language discourse teaching can enhance its comprehension, processing and practice in intercultural context. 
Teaching culture-specific items should undergo the shift from compositional meaning focus to the functional one 
thus giving more importance to their pragmatic character. 
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